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The current historiography of Upper Canada is curiously unconcerned with what was once a major preoccupation: the importance of the Rebellion of 1837-8 and the nature of the radicalism associated with the politics of dissent that emerged in the 1830s and culminated in a rare, if ineffective, uprising.2 Whereas older writings exhibited obvious partisanship, there is no denying that the scholarship on Upper Canada in the 1830s, prior to the 1990s, was insistent on staking out interpretive ground, focusing on the meaning and significance of the radical edge of the age.3 Undoubtedly, the liberal,4 conserva-tive,5 or Marxist6 writings on the 1830s have not aged particularly well. There were serious shortcomings within all schools of thought. But what is striking in reading the major relevant studies of the last decade is how far they are outside of older readings of Upper Canada in the 1830s. Like much historical writing in our time, there is a tendency to sidestep engagement with conventional preoccupations. In the resulting displacement, claims made on behalf of the sophistications of newer approaches -be they theoretical or analytic -are often oddly complacent in their lack of attention to past scholarship, perhaps even to aspects of the past itself that bear on their concerns and arguments.7
My approach in this chapter is to resituate the politics of Upper Canadian dissent in the 1830s at a particular interface. The popular radicalism of the 1830s8 was a hybrid of transplanted practices, thoughts, assumptions, and sensibilities. In the material circumstances of a new and emerging society, these translated into an ensemble of arguments about rights that were simultaneously British and American. A hybrid discourse of dissent was rooted in readings of Enlightenment thought and Age of Revolution ideology that were not so much articulated in political tracts as they were performed in a theatrics of discontent. This both animated the highly politicised atmosphere of everyday life and gave new meanings to elections, tavern debates, and even domestic relations. I draw not so much on concerns with constitutional issues, the diversity Lyon Mackenzie. Nevertheless, a long line of liberal commentary on the rebellion draws its interpretive meaning from considerations of the importance of the event, the justification of grievance, and the role of the uprising in consolidating a new, and improved, social order. I consider the following to be representative: Lindsey 1862; Dent 1885, and 1881; Landon 1960, and 1931, pp. 83-98; Wait 1976 1927; Craig 1963; Read 1982; Read and Stagg 1985 . This latter group of writings might well be appreciated as crossover scholarship bridging interpretation and sustaining a liberal/conservative historiography.
